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            Author’s Note

         

         When Jan Morris wrote about her childhood – the choirboy years – and of soldiering with the 9th Queen’s Royal Lancers in the aftermath of the Second World War, she referred to herself as ‘he’. Out of respect for her decision, in these pages I have done the same. ‘He’ until 1970, when transition was approaching completion, ‘she’ thereafter.

         sara wheeler, 2026
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            Introduction

         

         I first met Jan Morris twenty-five years ago, at her home in Wales. We talked about the 1953 Everest expedition, among other topics. She had been the Times’s correspondent on the mountain and got the message back for Coronation Day. Morris spoke of her admiration for the leader, John Hunt, calling him ‘a grizzled Hannibal’. There was a long pause, and I thought she was remembering her late pal, so I remained silent and looked out of the window. Finally she said, ‘It must have been hard on the old boy. The sex change, I mean.’

         I was with her for the day to gather material for a magazine profile, and earlier she had suggested a spin through the Welsh lanes. It was a fresh April morning, the sky cloudless. Once we had swung out of the gravel yard, Morris pressed a foot to the floor, gripped the steering wheel and set her face forward, eyes gleaming. She had rolled the window down, and a spring breeze ruffled a cumulus of hair. ‘I’m passionate about sporty cars,’ she said as the dun-coloured countryside raced by. ‘This one has six gears. They advertise it by saying, “Add a little danger to your life.” I like that.’ After a few minutes she screeched to a stop to indicate, with a theatrical flourish, the embowered grave of former prime minister David Lloyd George, nestling in the live green shadows on a bank of the Dwyfor.

         Later, after lunch in the kitchen, she showed me around the modest house: in her bedroom she flung open a louvred wardrobe door to reveal a poster of First Sea Lord Jacky Fisher, of whom she had written a slim biography. ‘I’m going to have an affair with him in the afterlife!’ she announced. Approaching eighty, she was purposefully skittish: as we were chatting in the doorway, she reached up to hang languidly from a crossbeam. It was raining by the time I left, and she escorted me to my taxi wielding a huge umbrella given to her on that fearsomely wet 2day in 1997 when Hong Kong was handed back to the Chinese. (She had been there, of course.) As the car lurched off towards Bangor amid homecoming cows, Morris shouted reproachfully, ‘Shall I say goodbye to Ibsen for you?’ Ibsen was the cat.

         Some months later, I reviewed one of her books in a newspaper – a positive review, with one short paragraph expressing caveats. She asked, via her publisher’s publicist, if I would chair a lecture she was giving at the Royal Society of Literature in London. We met at the theatre where the presentation was taking place and after the sound check retired to a private room to talk over a drink while the audience took their seats – the event was a sell-out, as Morris’s usually were. The chat was relaxed and cordial; Morris laughed a lot, gulped her Sauvignon Blanc and made fun of me in a slightly flirtatious way. When the formal part of the evening began, I introduced her on stage with the customary encomium. ‘Nothing is said, I notice,’ she announced into the microphone after taking the podium, ‘about the bad review.’ She had not mentioned the review over our tête-à-tête. She had been saving it up.

         I met her occasionally after that, but I only saw the mask slip that one day in Wales when she thought about Hunt. As the years went by, the enigma of Jan Morris puzzled me more and more. Is it possible to reconcile the larky persona with its flinty doppelgänger? How can a writer be superficial and profound at the same time? Why did she dress like a Walmart version of the Queen? How were both sides able to co-opt her as the battle over the rights and wrongs of Empire took on fresh urgency? Why did she carry on writing books when she had little left to say? What had she wanted to get out of transition, and did she get it? She had told me in 2001 that she did not give the gender issue a single thought ‘from one year to the next’. She said she found Welsh nationalism far more interesting and asked if I did too, defying me to disagree.

         What else lay behind the mask?

         
            *

         

         In 2021, a year after Morris’s death, her literary executor and eldest son, Mark, asked if I would write her authorised life. I had published two 3previous biographies and a book of biographical essays, and my many travel books were full of capsule lives. I had always thought there would be one more full-length biography, but subjects had failed to seduce me – three or four years is a long time to spend with one person, even if they are dead. As a younger woman, I had needed heroes. In my seventh decade, Morris’s contradictions and fallibilities stood in for life itself. Even at the outset I could see she was ‘silly like us’,1 to cite W. H. Auden, once a colleague of hers. Or I thought I could see that.

         I began conducting interviews with Morris’s family, friends and associates. A ninety-six-year-old former soldier turned watery blue eyes onto a South London street and went back in his mind to the Palestinian coast, where he and Morris had looked out for ships carrying Jewish refugees in 1947. Welsh independence hero Dafydd Iwan remembered taking shelter in the Morrises’ house in 1970 after serving a prison term for defacing English-language road signs. Jann Wenner, co-founder of Rolling Stone magazine, recalled an eventful lunch with his star writer in San Francisco as the Me Decade unravelled. I interviewed Mark Morris seventeen times.

         Jan’s partner, formerly wife, Elizabeth was with us on the day I spent at the Morris home. I enjoyed her company immensely. By the time I came to write this book, dementia had taken hold. I have tried to let her speak in these pages through the letters and fragments I have uncovered. Jan once said that her ‘union’2 with Elizabeth ‘has given nobility to my mostly frivolous life’, but Elizabeth had a life of her own. It was hard to reconcile the strong, fearless, independent woman I had met with the codependent victim so often present in versions of Morris’s story, holding the fort in silence while Jan held the stage.

         Unpublished material in the Morris Collection at the National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth included scores of notebooks and book drafts; the Times archive on an Essex industrial estate yielded febrile memos from the imperial and foreign newsroom as Israeli forces invaded Egypt the first time round, as well as everything else that unfurled in the Middle East in the cauldron of the 1950s. In addition to these and other archival 4resources, numerous individuals provided information in the course of the three years it took to write this book. A former newspaper editor, clearing out his shed, spotted a long and forgotten piece of Morrisania on its way to the recycling bin. Was there anyone who had not met Morris, I wondered, as anecdotes poured in (often the same anecdotes)? One man came forward to tell me he knew nothing.

         I knew what Morris was trying to do on the road as I have spent my life trying to do it myself. She was a travel writer above all else, although she hated the term. I followed her through the backstreets of Nizwa, the ancient capital of Oman, to find the garden where bondsmen had set her typewriter on a carpet at nightfall. My notebook lay on the marble tabletops of the same cafés on Sharia Sherif Pasha as hers had lain in that ‘strange little world’ of semi-spies in post-war Cairo, and I stood on the deck of a dahabiyeh, houseboat, moored on the slow Nile in Zamalek. (Not her dahabiyeh – that sank.) Some months later in the foothills of the Himalaya I heard the slap-slap of laundry in a stream in which Morris had bathed and seen spires of blue smoke rising from the villages while white men with frozen beards sharpened ice axes. Those were good days.

         I also spent many weeks back at Jan and Elizabeth’s now unoccupied home. This time, I was sifting through letters tucked into thousands of foxed volumes or stored in Fairy Liquid boxes jammed under the stairs alongside broken fax machines, certificates from cat breeders and glass sculptures awarded for services to journalism. I slept in Morris’s bed. It was often perishing cold, and a short row of pipistrelle bats sat it out on a ceiling beam, waiting for me to switch off the torch. (The bedside light wasn’t working.) Late one night, I was forcing myself through a final bundle of quietly disintegrating letters recording dental appointments. Beyond a starburst of frost on the inside of the window, a cloudy moon lit the silhouette of Yr Wyddfa, Snowdon. I looked down at the dateline on the second piece of paper, handwritten on a friable airmail sheet. Kathmandu, 2 April 1953. The clock stopped but the pages went on, through April, up from the Nepalese capital to Dudh Kosi and Namche Bazar, through Thyangboche and the monastery and into the next tense 5month and Base Camp and deep snow and even up the Khumbu icefall, and here were Hillary and Tenzing, ice axes aloft. These letters, the ones Morris had written home to Elizabeth from Everest, had been missing for half a century. A current of electricity went through the freezing room, and even the bats turned their eyeless heads.

         I went on to read mail Morris had sent home from the Casablanca clinic, and from many other places, unread since Elizabeth had slipped the sheets from their envelopes. Sometimes in those lonely Welsh days I glimpsed Jan Morris, as if she were in the same room; then she would wheel away into the mist in the lane, laughing.

         
            *

         

         She was present at many of the most significant moments of the modern era; she was among the finest descriptive writers who ever lived; she transitioned in 1972, when ‘sex change’ was unexplored territory. ‘I think it could be claimed’,3 Morris wrote in a late unpublished fragment,

         
            that during the second half of the twentieth century I wrote about more places than anyone else, and I was in a position to witness, and to reflect in my writing, many of the great historical events of the time. As I experienced all this first as a man, then as a woman, it might also be said (although I wouldn’t want to make much of this) that my viewpoint was unique.

         

         The contradictions and anomalies that kept on coming only made her life more alluring. She preached the virtues of kindness but after she died her daughter revealed unspeakable parental cruelty; she was a famous chronicler of the British Empire (some say an apologist for it) and a card-carrying Welsh nationalist. She was singular and contrary, yet I began to discern – and this surprised me – that her life reveals much that is universal. About addiction, for example: Morris was addicted to writing – to the creative process as a means of filling the void, or at least of trying to block it out. Was it through universality that she achieved the twin grail of sales and critical acclaim? This needed to be explored – so many have tried for that grail and failed. Few would put Morris in the 6very top rank as a writer (including me), but that is a high bar, and as a person she seemed to me more interesting than any man or woman who has ever made it into that minuscule band.

         The politics of transition have risen high on the public agenda since that meeting in Wales a quarter of a century ago, and so, more predictably, have arguments over Empire. Morris’s 1,600-page Pax Britannica trilogy charts the rise and decline of what she called an ‘ambiguous epic’.4 She wrote it in the transition years and called it ‘the centrepiece of my life’,5 conceived as ‘the recollections of a6 centurion in the dying days of the Roman Empire, telling us how the Empire worked in his province’. The role of the observant centurion was one she played for many decades all around the mutable world.

         
            *

         

         Taken together, the material revealed everything and nothing. What of the place where the documents stop? How to extract the essence of a person from the clutter of days and years? Sometimes I lost Morris in the dark. The depth of her ambition was hard to reach, as was her self-absorption. As I ploughed on, I wondered if the life was going to overshadow the work. She found irony in everything (she said), and there was irony in the gap between her words and her actions. It is hard for anyone wishing to honour Jan Morris’s reputation to acknowledge family revelations.

         The biographer’s task is to breathe life into an inert mass of material, then discard most of it. She must at all costs (I believe) avoid the impulse to impose coherence. In other words, the life-writer cannot take a doggedly factual approach that ignores a whole layer of emotional and imaginative experience. All of us who do this so-called job seek to uncover an inner life. But whom do we really know? Motives are like deep-sea fish – even our own. Morris curated her image through more than fifty books, as well as many hundreds of essays and quite a few Panorama films. The image was the mask. She acknowledged it sometimes. In her eighties she made a film reviewing her life for her US publisher. When the interview finished, she said, off-camera, ‘I’ve never heard such a lot of balls propounded.’7 I heard her saying it on the tape.

         7At least we had some things in common. I took my first steps on Clevedon Pier, like her, and like her my earliest memories are of ships gliding up the Bristol Channel, headed, who knew, to Xanadu. I too have earned my living on the road for many decades. I know the loneliness of the empty hotel room and its bleak single bed, as well as the bleaker letter from HMRC. I too could remember, sitting on a warm rock on some foreign shore, twiddling the dial for what Morris called ‘the grave sound of Big Ben on the BBC World Service,8 and the resonant, almost ecclesiastical way in which the announcer declaimed, “This is London.”’

         She drove me mad at times. Often when I read her tricksily asking me, the reader, ‘Come with me now …’,9 as she loved to do on the page, I had only one answer: no thanks. But when the chips were down, I found I agreed with her on most things. The right issues made her despair. She once began a review of a Ryszard Kapuściński volume: ‘This is a book of essays and reminiscences about the Third World and it is enough to make a dead dog cry.’

         When I slept in her bed, before switching off the torch I sometimes read the passages from her last book, Allegorizings, in which she wrote about her dreams. I thought I could actually enter into her unconscious life as well as her physical one by dreaming versions of her dreams. But at her house I dreamed of the Antarctic, where she had never been and I had. It was the only place she couldn’t take away from me.

         
            *

         

         In 1946, then a nineteen-year-old cavalry officer, Morris sat on a bollard on a wharf in Trieste to write an essay about nostalgia. A steamboat eructating smoke left for Istria, ferrying indigent refugees home to bombed-out villages. Morris felt a sense of belonging in the city that did not belong, and on the wharf that morning laid the foundations of a whole career exploring nostalgia and its yearnings. Along the way, she would become a public figure as authors seldom do: she had star quality, someone said after she appeared on television tossing her white hair. Besides being read everywhere, she was famous everywhere. When she 8returned to Darjeeling in middle age she found a framed poem on the drawing room wall in the Windamere Hotel. She had written it in the visitors’ book four decades earlier.

         This is a story about longing, travelling, and never reaching home.

         
            notes

            1 silly like us W. H. Auden, ‘In Memory of W. B. Yeats’, 1939

            2 union … has given nobility Conundrum, 1974

            3 I think it could JM to Bob Weil, book proposal, 21 Jul 2001, courtesy Bob Weil

            4 ambiguous epic IMME

            5 the centrepiece of my TA

            6 the recollections of a Foreword, Leslie Glass, The Changing of Kings: Memories of Burma 1934–1949, 1985

            7 I’ve never heard such courtesy W. W. Norton & Company

            8 the grave sound of 50 Yrs

            9 Come with me now e.g. 7/8 Nov 2009, FT
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            1

            1926–1945

            Twenty-Eight Knots for Sandy Hook

         

         On 20 May 1910, in the indeterminate frontierlands of the Marches, the people gathered at St Mary’s in the county town of Monmouth to mark the funeral of King Edward VII. Organist Enid Payne pulled out all the stops for Guilmant’s Funeral March, her father, bank manager Charles Payne, conducted the choir, and head chorister Walter Morris sang ‘Requiem Aeternam’. When Enid started ‘O Rest in the Lord’, clergy and choir filed into a sandstone porch where they met the civil procession, ‘one of the longest ever seen in Monmouth’.1 Blue-robed mace-bearer James Morris, the head chorister’s father, followed the entourage into weak spring sunshine.

         The choirboy was fourteen, the organist twenty-four. Her people were burghers of the professional classes. His were house painters and grocery-store porters. Nine years after the king went to his final rest, the choirboy and the organist married in a Somerset church where they did not know the graven names. They never returned to the Marches. They were Jan Morris’s parents.

         
            *

         

         Her maternal ancestors had built the turnpikes and smelters that had made Britain the richest country in the world – they were civil engineers, prototype hydrogeologists, manufacturing chemists. One of Morris’s great-greats was secretary of the company which raised the first iron bridge over the Thames; a triple-great had employed Marc Brunel to bore the first tunnel under the same river. Another relative was provost of Eton, one sat as an MP, a few were even writers. Eliza Marten, Morris’s 10great-grandmother, was a stylish storyteller who published books for older children exploring the coal country around Wolverhampton – travel books, effectively. A great-uncle emigrated to the US in 1871 and married the Nantucket-born author Annie Mitchell, an early graduate of Vassar. Annie’s own aunt, astronomer Maria Mitchell, was the first woman elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

         Charles Payne, the baton-wielding bank manager, married Edith, née McKenna, in Shifnal, Shropshire, in 1884. Enid, Jan Morris’s mother, was born two years later. Charles had begun as a clerk in the Shifnal branch of Lloyds and worked his way up to the top job in nearby Ludlow. When his children were small (a boy and another girl had followed Enid), Lloyds posted him to its Monmouth branch. The market town, on the confluence of three rivers in the porous, ambiguous territory between England and Wales, was prospering. Assizes drew solicitors as well as bank managers, and when the Paynes arrived Monmouth had two railway stations and a gentlemen’s club. The family and their two servants initially moved into Priory Farm, six miles outside town, then shifted across the Hereford Road to Trafalgar, a villa owned by the Rolls family, whose name was about to be linked for all time with the glamour of the motor car. John, Henry and Charles Rolls, sons of the 1st Baron Llangattock, were frequent visitors at Trafalgar. Like the Paynes, they were musical. It was the era of amateur choral societies, the world of Elgar and Bach. When Charles Payne made his debut as director of the Monmouth Musical Society, playing the organ in the Rolls Hall in Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee year, eleven-year-old Enid accompanied him on the violin, and when he conducted Gilbert and Sullivan’s HMS Pinafore, Enid’s little brother Geraint took the part of the Midshipmite.

         Enid won a scholarship to Monmouth Girls’ High School and went on to study piano for three years at the Leipzig Konservatorium under Robert Teichmüller, whose own teacher had been a pupil of Liszt, Mendelssohn and Schumann. When Konservatorium chaperones forbade female students from attending a performance of Strauss’s opera Salome, Enid jumped out of a window at her lodgings to get there. 11‘Oh, she had heard the chimes at midnight,’2 Jan Morris wrote of her mother. When Enid’s parents visited Leipzig, Charles packed a brace of Monmouthshire pheasant for Teichmüller. Enid continued her studies in London at the Royal Academy of Music, and after graduating moved back to Monmouth to become the organist at St Mary’s, the church where people were to mourn the king, and teach music and German at her alma mater. She also played a water-powered organ in the Great Hall at The Hendre, the neo-Gothic Rolls pile where a cart brought in wood from the park. The swashbuckling Charles Rolls, who lived mainly in London, had already co-founded Rolls-Royce with Henry Royce; the first car he owned personally was one of only three in the whole of Wales. In 1906 he went up in a hot-air balloon from the Monmouth Gasworks, a thrilling event for everyone. Gareth, Jan Morris’s brother, always maintained that Rolls had proposed to Enid and his family had disapproved, but that she had in any case refused him. Charles Rolls died in an air crash in Bournemouth in 1910, Britain’s first fatality in a powered aircraft.

         Of the three Payne children, Enid was the only one still living at home in 1912, when Lloyds transferred her father to Hereford, twenty miles away. The Monmouth branch gave him a silver tea service when he left. Charles and Edith took the unmarried Aunt Fanny (Edith’s sister-in-law) to Hereford with them. Iris, the second Payne daughter, was a live-in teacher at a Monmouth school under headmistress Ethelreda Carless, a Dahl character avant la lettre. Geraint, the Midshipmite – the name was pronounced the English way, with a soft ‘g’ (as in Jerry), as opposed to the Welsh hard ‘g’ (as in Gareth) – was, like his sister, a scholarship student as well as a gifted artist and musician (a cellist, in his case). He trained as an architect in a paternal uncle’s firm and after qualifying set up his own practice in Hampstead, North London. He was engaged to the artist Katharine ‘Kitty’ Clausen, daughter of the painter Sir George Clausen. When war broke out, Geraint enlisted in the Artists Rifles, initially in the London Regiment’s transport section, and his sister Enid sent enormous care parcels to him in France (‘It is ripping of you to do the thing so handsomely’).3 After officers’ school behind the lines, in January 1915 12Geraint Payne got his commission and the War Office posted him to the Highland Light Infantry in Neuve Chapelle. In February he returned to Monmouth on leave. The civic dignitaries had only recently installed a stained-glass window in St Mary’s memorialising the Boer War – it depicted Henry V and the Monnow Bridge – and now a fresh cohort of young men from Lloyds and the assizes were in uniform. Back in Neuve Chapelle in March, Geraint wrote to his father, revealing that his platoon had persuaded him to play football for the first time in his life: his team had gone down 3–1.

         
            We are having a4 very pleasant time here for the present and the men are all getting surprisingly fit again after their trench work. We are weeding out a lot of the old crocks and replacing them with young drafts … I haven’t got the Trenchscope yet [a periscope for looking over a trench parapet]. I went to the shop but they couldn’t let me have one at once, but promised to send one when I sent them the address to send it to. I have since sent them the address, so I suppose it will come soon.

         

         It didn’t. A week later Geraint looked over the parapet to observe the lines and a German sniper blew his head off. He was twenty-six. George Clausen painted Youth Mourning, a naked female figure curled at the foot of a wooden cross in a wintry expanse of flooded craters. It is Katharine, his daughter. (The picture hangs in London’s Imperial War Museum.) Charles Payne never listened to Bach’s cello suites again. The next year he had appendicitis and died on the operating table in Hereford at the age of fifty-five. Katharine Clausen married a Sinn Fein gunrunner.

         
            *

         

         Walter Morris, Jan’s father, was born in 1896 in Monmouth’s Weirhead Street, close to the west bank of the Wye. He was the eighth of thirteen children, all with English names. When he was small the family moved to a house made of ships’ beams next to a pub in Dixton Road. Walter’s own father, James Charles, a house painter, worked on Saturday mornings and came home at dinnertime – dinner was taken at midday – 13complaining that the town was ‘full of the Welsh’.5 His father had been a porter who carted boxes for shops. In April 1915, six years after enrolling at Monmouth School for Boys, the teenage Walter signed up to fight along with his brother Tom. Two older brothers were already in uniform. ‘The record of the Morris family is magnificent,’6 reported the Monmouth and Over Monnow Parish Magazine. Walter had broad shoulders and a high forehead, his chin slightly receding, nose large and spreading, and lips thin. He served as a private in motor transport on the Western Front, where he was gassed and hospitalised for thirty-eight days in 1916, and again for forty-eight days in 1918. His wounds, physical and psychological, never healed. When he got back to Monmouth, Walter proposed to Enid, the organist ten years his senior. The widowed Edith had moved back from Hereford when Charles died, bringing Aunt Fanny and the tea service. Enid’s sister Iris, the teacher, was engaged to a farmer’s son from Long Ashton in Somerset, thirty miles from Monmouth. It was there, in All Saints Church on the road from Bristol to Weston-super-Mare, that Walter Morris and Enid Payne married in 1919. It was a sort of elopement, with mother and aunt in tow.

         Walter turned his back on an enormous loving family who would have taken him in and found him work whatever his gas-induced limitations. Did he think that in abandoning all he knew he would also leave his nightmares on the banks of the Monnow? Did Enid leave on account of the stigma, powerful then, of marrying into a class some way beneath her own? Whatever motivated either of them, there was no question of returning to Monmouth.

         They rented accommodation ten miles west of Long Ashton in Clevedon on the Bristol Channel and stayed in that small town all their married life. In the mid-nineteenth century, merchants from the adjacent port of Bristol had built grey-stone villas in what was then a rural seaside village, and in 1869 the Clevedon Pier opened. By the time the newly married Enid and Walter arrived, the municipality had put a bandstand on the seafront and planted garden beds with China roses. The channel itself was gunmetal grey, and although it 14was almost always calm the water usually rippled a little, and the sky, with no hemming mountains or even hills, was so big it filled the frame of the eye. A branch line connected Clevedon to the Great Western Railway, which ended in London, and another went to Weston-super-Mare, where day-trippers breathed in the health-giving vapours that rose spectrally from the mud – Jan Morris remembered this when she was writing about the nineteenth-century mania for health cures. The entourage – Walter, Enid, her mother Edith and Aunt Fanny – rented an apartment in The Lookout, a villa on Marine Hill. Walter found employment as a mechanic and taxi driver at Pages Central Garage. He also worked as an undertaker’s driver. So Enid had a hearse instead of a Roller. Undaunted – one wonders what could have daunted her – she advertised private piano and organ tuition in the newspapers, and in the summer secured a job as a pianist on pleasure steamers plying up and down the grey Bristol Channel. Later she played the organ at the two-hundred-seat Picture House, which had opened in 1912 for silent movies projected by means of gas power. (The first film shown raised money for survivors of the Titanic.) Enid was resourceful, energetic and generally tremendous; the family did not conform to what Morris called ‘conventions of the day’,7 in which ‘man was for hard things … woman was for gentler, softer pursuits … In our family … such distinctions were not recognized.’ Who wouldn’t want to be like Enid Payne?

         Gareth was born on 13 May 1920, Christopher on the same day two years later. (Three months after Chris made his appearance, Walter drove Clevedon’s first charabanc on a day trip to Wells, an event reported with pride in the Mercury.) Edith, Enid’s mother, had gone into a nursing home in Bristol; she died there in 1924. By then the Clevedon Morrises had moved to 37 Victoria Road. Before hazel-eyed James arrived in October 1926, they had shifted again to 1 Herbert Road, and he was born in that rented house. It was a three-storey semi-detached dwelling of pennant sandstone, heavily ornamented with a decorative parapet and carved window heads. More importantly for young boys, it faced a park with a small wood.

         15It was a happy time for all of them, even for Walter, when he wasn’t having nightmares in which he was back in the trenches. Aunt Fanny, seventy-three when James was born, taught the children to read and took them for penny buns on the pier. Money was tight; when Enid sent them on errands, the boys had to ask for credit at Parker’s grocery. But the family employed a maid. Walter was a loving husband, and when Enid was out teaching in the afternoon he boiled two eggs to await her return. (He liked tripe and onions himself, but only Chris would cook the dish for him. The fair-haired Chris, whom Enid called Kit, was closest to his father and most like him in looks.) Walter had unnamed health problems. He spent a lot of time in the bathroom. Mustard gas had affected his sight in one eye, as it had affected much else. Enid ran the house – even its finances. At home, she was always reading while she worked. When she washed up, she propped a book behind the sink. Half-open volumes lay around Herbert Road like partially eaten sandwiches. ‘My mother,’8 Morris recalled, ‘who preferred to read seven or eight books simultaneously, in two or three languages, left them all over the place open at her current page … Perhaps it was the profligate intimacy of this habit … that has made the book one of my own more ubiquitous delights.’ The intimacy achieved through reading was more than a delight for Jan; it was a journey that ran in parallel with the travels, a source of happiness, a support, an escape – everything. As for Enid, she was lively and opinionated as well as a dedicated reader. The boys remembered her impressions – she was an excellent mimic. She liked to declaim a line made famous by Walter’s boss, the undertaker. Once a coffin had gone into the ground, he would intone, ‘Another one done,9 Wally.’ And of course there was always music in the house. James, known in the family as Jim, sat under the piano while his mother played, close to the percussive creak of the pedals. Enid had taught them all to play and to read music, and often Gareth accompanied her: Chris remembered arriving home from school to find the pair tackling Stravinsky.

         The family wireless set came of age in the twenties. That, and the gramophone, meant Enid could listen to music at all hours, and in the 16summer, when the windows were open, neighbours complained. In the same decade, the British Broadcasting Company and its successor the Corporation enabled the rise of classical music in Britain, and, as Enid noted with satisfaction, works for the piano ascended in the hierarchy of the overall repertoire. On Sundays she played a hydraulic church organ, like the instrument at The Hendre back in Monmouth. Gareth served as boat boy (a junior acolyte at the altar) and remembered that at climactic moments Enid would pull out every stop at once, disabling the central mechanism, and a churchwarden would have to descend through a trapdoor under the organ seat to coax the instrument back to life.

         Enid was engaged with the world as she experienced it. She composed a musical ode to Queen Mary and sent it to Buckingham Palace. One of her grandfathers (he was among the manufacturing chemists) had been a keen contributor to the Letters pages; in 1876 he wrote to the Journal of the Society of Arts (actually more of a science journal, but to the explosively creative Victorians there were not yet two cultures), complaining about the deleterious environmental effects of a new sewage system. It was an enthusiasm – a compulsion to reach out – that was to run in the family. Enid complained to the Musical Times about ‘the horrible fashion’10 in piano playing for ‘attacking each note of a melodic group as a separate objective’. In April 1929 she weighed in to a debate about organ pedalling techniques. Jan Morris was to appear regularly on the Letters page of The Times (though not the Musical Times) for many decades; she inherited her mother’s quick mind and her instinct to make contact with the unknown world pedalling around her.

         The aldermanic Stanley Baldwin was the most constant figure on the political landscape beyond Clevedon. Pipe-smoking and phlegmatic, he projected, or tried to, a Disraelian notion of the Conservative Party: that of One Nation, an idea embodied in Morris’s bank-managing grandfather. In 1924, the Liberal Party having shrunk to invisibility, Ramsay MacDonald had briefly presided over the first-ever Labour government in Britain, but by 1929, when he again took the helm, an economic storm was beginning to blow. Unemployment reached three 17million, or 22 per cent of the working population. Walter was among the fortunate – garages and petrol stations flourished, catering for the rise in motor ownership: in the thirties, the number of cars in Britain doubled to reach two million. Funerals also held up. The Depression did not bite as deeply in the prosperous South-West as it did in the Midlands and the North, the regions which suffered most after the National Government introduced the controversial Means Test for unemployment benefits in 1931. The residents of 1 Herbert Road just about maintained the respectabilities of their middle-class status, even if the boys had to ask for credit. They never let go of the maid. When one left of her own accord and a new girl appeared, Gareth overheard the outgoing one telling her successor that all the family were nice except him. His repetition of the story later in life was characteristic of his ability to laugh at himself. His youngest sibling could never mock herself with conviction: her self-deprecation was superficial. In life as in prose, comedy rebuffed serious analysis and fended off tricky questions, but, au fond, Jan Morris was not there to be laughed at.

         The family sometimes visited Bath, twenty-five miles away, ‘an exemplar of dingy respectability’,11 and Morris recalled spotting Haile Selassie, the fallen emperor of Ethiopia, at that time in flight from the Italian occupation of his homeland. He was at Bath station, ‘sitting alone,12 pale, dark-eyed and meditative, in a first-class compartment of a Paddington train’. The world beyond Clevedon impinged memorably on Jim again when he heard about Gandhi’s visit to Buckingham Palace over the wireless. ‘Gandhi was sixty-two,13 I was five [they shared a birthday], and I can dimly remember the commotion.’ Thrillingly, the family visited the capital themselves once: Morris always remembered Londoners respectfully removing their hats as they passed the Cenotaph, Lutyens’s memorial to the fallen from both Britain and across the colonies. Empire was in the air educated children breathed in the twenties and thirties.

         The boys went to a nursery school two streets away, but Jim was expelled for tying a girl to a tree. At weekends and in the holidays, Gareth and Chris formed a unit, cycling off to Walton Castle or Ladye Bay or  18taking the bus to Bristol. Jim was often alone. He had thick, springy dark-brown hair and his father’s high forehead, a good-looking, athletic boy, though not yet a tall one. He liked climbing to the iron-age fort on Wain’s Hill. Ten miles of water lay between him and Wales, and when the visibility was good he could see the uninhabited islands Steep Holm and Flat Holm. Morris’s primary memory of childhood was watching ships sailing up the Severn Estuary into the Bristol Channel.

         
            Only a grassy hill separated my home from the sea,14 and few anticipations have been more urgent for me than the climb up its flank, carrying my telescope, to see what vessels would reveal themselves for me on the other side – a plume of smoke, first showing itself above the ridge, and then a mast or two, or a funnel, until finally, panting with exertion and expectancy I would throw myself on the grass, opening the slides of my telescope as I did so … I can see those ships now. They were handsome white banana boats making for Bristol, and freighters from West Africa, and French wine ships and ships piled high with timber flying the flags of Latvia and Lithuania, and fleets of blackened colliers coming and going perpetually from the coal ports of Glamorgan … Occasionally I would recognise, from the silhouettes in my Dumpy Book of Ships, some famous liner diverted from its usual route, a Canadian Pacific Empress or one of the new three-funnelled P & Os. This would give me the utmost excitement, besides adding to the interest of the otherwise somewhat monotonous journal in which I kept a register of those observations; and so ineradicable are the pleasures of childhood that to this day, when I see a ship at sea that I recognise by name, I feel an irrational surge of pride.

         

         It was Morris’s eternal moment. She mentioned the colliers and the telescope in a publicity film when she was ninety-two. Ships enabled the boy Jim to see humanity in a seascape, and similarly, landscape moved the adult Jan for its role in the human story. During a relatively solitary childhood, with two brothers soon to be away at school, his telescope was his ‘most prized possession except for my cat’,15 and besides patrolling 19Wain’s Hill he also sat near the Sugar Lookout, where men had sat before him straining for the sails of their ship coming in. Jim was looking out too, ‘identifying passing ships for my roster’.16 Before he turned ten he had completed the first pages of a book he called Travels with a Telescope. Spyglasses, as people sometimes called them, exerted a lifelong attraction: they ‘gave private insight into different worlds’.17 Morris chose a telescope as the luxury item on her first Desert Island Discs outing, in 1983. You can see things clearly with a spyglass, without getting close.

         The geography of childhood came to represent personal duality – Wales on one side, England on the other. Even Steep Holm, which is part of England, and Flat Holm – Ynys Echni, and part of Wales – conspired to formalise the divide. The English hills south-east of Clevedon, Morris recalled, ‘seemed to me more disturbing by far than the stately old mountains of Wales that sheltered my father’s people’.18 In autobiographical fragments, Morris cast off most family history in favour of choice nuggets which she polished until they gleamed: ‘I could always see19 the mountains [of Wales], so close across the water and yet apparently so unattainable … A lumbering old de Havilland biplane used to fly heavily over each morning on its way from Bristol to Cardiff, and its slow passing gave me my very first intimations of hiraeth.’ This was the ineffable Welsh homesickness, the fugitive longing for which there is no direct translation.

         Dualities of class did not fit the narrative, so Morris made Walter an engineer in his accounts, rather than a private in a transport regiment. As Jan, she only told stories that signposted personal legends, highlighting for example ‘the restrained mysticism’20 of the ‘Quaker strain’21 in the family, or the biplane that came to represent transcendent longing. Authentic detail and romantic invention blended to powerful effect, and for many decades memory lovingly cultivated the image of a tiny machine buzzing up the Bristol Channel.

         The view out to sea thrilled Jim for another reason: ‘no land stood between us and New York’.22 America was the future – the boy sensed it. At sunset especially, Morris wrote, the shimmering red water offered 20‘tantalising visions of Manhattan’s towers and palaces’.23 Jim had ‘grown up’24 with ‘great ships’.

         
            I pored over their pictures in shipping magazines, thrilled to their graceful lines, and marvelled to imagine their elegant shapes, streaming smoke from their two funnels, swelling foam from their prows, as they made at 28 knots for Sandy Hook – ships, names, places that spelt romance for me then, and excite me still.

         

         Toponyms had already taken on significance in Jim’s imaginative world; places on a map or in a book were symbols of potential, not merely geographic cyphers.

         Enid faced the challenge of the boys’ education as she had confronted the problem of Salome. As there was no possibility of jumping out of a window, she put the three of them up for scholarships at the cathedral schools. Gareth got his, at Bristol. The odds were better, Enid reckoned, if she spread her bets. Chris was eight when she took him up to Hereford on the train for an interview. Two boys were in contention for the single music scholarship, and Chris got it on the spot. Enid sent a telegram to Clevedon: CHRIS SUCCESSFUL PLEASE MEET US TEMPLE MEADS.25 There, at Bristol station, they arrived among the shopworn, hollow-eyed men of the thirties hawking themselves around as porters, and Walter was grateful for the taxi and the hearse.

         Then it was Jim’s turn. Enid had Oxford’s Christ Church Cathedral Choir School in her sights. Part of the university (the cathedral is a college chapel), the school took between sixteen and nineteen choristers a year – enough for a cricket team, as Morris noted, but not enough to raise a side to play against. Jim got in, with a full scholarship. Enid had her hat-trick. She showed her sons they could do anything with their lives. Like Chris at Hereford, they got the news there and then, at interview, and another successful boy’s father took them all out for a cream tea.

         
            *

         

         Clevedon celebrated Empire Day every 24 May with a costumed parade along the front, thumping activity in the bandstand and general flag-waving. 21Jim and his brothers had absorbed the novels of G. A. Henty featuring Britons swaggering round the pink-tinged globe. And they knew what they were celebrating, or thought they did. Embedded certainties and a sense of national exceptionalism were legacies of Empire. Morris wrote in the introduction to one of the Pax Britannica books, ‘I was born just in time to see the schoolroom maps emblazoned pole to pole in the imperial red.’26 (Pink was the more usual colour.) But in a little-known 1963 volume about the World Bank, Morris described how swiftly the confidence drained away.

         
            I can myself remember, as a small boy,27 contemplating with what must have been a most displeasing complacency the huge red slabs that marked the British Empire on the map … only a couple of decades ago one of the commonplaces of political morality was the notion that men of one race had not only the right but often the actual duty to government of another. Today the idea of the White Man’s Burden seems as outmoded as the Ptolemaic view of the universe, or the divine right of kings. Yesterday it was among the facts of life.

         

         Morris said, ‘A lost England made me.’28 But it was not lost yet. In 1935 the bunting came out early for George V’s Silver Jubilee on 6 May. It was Jim’s last spring at home, and an exceptionally cold one. Bristol had a Jubilee Carnival on Durdham Down, with a helter-skelter and roundabouts as well as a military review and a twenty-one-gun salute. It was the last imperial jubilee, though nobody knew that. Prime Minister Baldwin, keen to unite the nation at the start of his second period in office after recent public brawls between communists and fascists, used the occasion to tout the Crown as the ‘great symbol of our race and of our unity’.29 The BBC broadcast an ambitious musical programme and the shopkeepers of Clevedon’s Hill Road wore red, white and blue rosettes. Eight months later, the king was dead.

         They had moved to Verwood, a smaller house in Madeira Road. It was plainer too, with bay windows on the ground and first floors. Walter had taken a job at the Seavale Road and East Clevedon Garages, and he 22kept up the hearse work. His health had not improved. ‘In his dreams the war was raging still,’30 according to Jim, ‘and when I crept awestruck into his bedroom he cried out warnings, tossed and turned, moaned and coughed uncontrollably, and sometimes bitterly laughed, so alive in his nightmare that I heard the guns myself, ducked to the screaming whistle of the shells, smelt the cordite and the treacherous, murderous gas.’

         While Walter could not escape the past, the rest of the world looked forwards. ‘Everything Victorian was generally derided’31 in the thirties, according to Morris. The new was what counted. So what was new? The wireless. The talkies at Enid’s cinema. Women’s ankles. (Women between twenty-one and twenty-nine had even got the vote in 1929 in the so-called Flapper Election.) Sliced bread and Kit Kats made their debuts. The boys were allowed into the Picture House for free, and in 1938 they squashed onto their bench at the back to watch the first Disney full-length animated film: Snow White. But according to W. H. Auden, the thirties were a ‘low dishonest decade’.32 Abroad, the family heard over the wireless, Spaniards were fighting for freedom. Spain crystallised a struggle against fascism across Europe that came to dominate the airwaves. In 1932 Baldwin’s cousin, a poet whose name was to become, in Morris’s lifetime, a shibboleth for all that was wrong with Empire, wrote in his poem ‘The Storm Cone’: This is the midnight – let no star/ Delude us – dawn is very far.33 Hitler was not yet in power, but Kipling sensed what lay ahead.

         
            *

         

         In September 1936 Jim joined Christ Church Cathedral Choir School. (The word ‘choir’ was shortly dropped from the name, though it was a choir school by its nature.) He was almost ten. ‘Exile was mine when,34 rising in Cathedral Choir House that first morning from prickly institutional blankets in a loveless dormitory, I crept to the window and saw outside a totally unknown landscape.’ But he liked the great fortress front of Christ Church in twilight before evensong, punctured by a single lit window; the robed canons flapping like starlings through Tom Quad; the vaporous river chill that crept into the cathedral itself early in the morning when the boys, 23barely awake, dropped their music sheets on the flagstones and even paper seemed to clang. ‘Everyone was happier there I think than boys were at other prep schools,’35 Morris wrote. ‘I loved the daily cycle.’ From 1938, the bespectacled classicist Reverend Wilfrid Oldaker was headmaster of the school and precentor of the cathedral; among themselves the boys called him Pip, after the Daily Mail cartoon Pip, Squeak and Wilfred. Choristers boarded under the watchful eye of Matron in a house down a lane on the other side of St Aldate’s – ‘We lived medievally,36 a nest of singing birds in an Oxford attic’ – and filed across to the cathedral twice a day, albs, cassocks and surplices of their own fluttering, ‘sometimes passed rather comically37 in the opposite direction by a parallel line of policemen, clumping in single file, helmeted and heavy-booted, towards their headquarters down the road’. One of the cops told Jim off sotto voce for picking his nose, a shame that lingered for eight decades.

         Outside choir practice and lessons at inky double desks, the boys played sport on the Christ Church Meadow playing fields, which ran down to the River Cherwell. Jim hated all sport except cross-country.

         
            Three big chestnuts grew38 in the corner [of the playing field], and in the long damp grass beneath them I used to lie unobserved and ecstatic, in the heavy, sweet-smelling hush of an Oxford summer afternoon. Frogs leapt up there, and kept me amused; grasshoppers quivered on grasses beside my eye; the bells of Oxford languidly chimed the hours; if I heard somebody looking for me – Morris! Morris! You’re in! – I knew they would not bother to look for long.

         

         The life of the school was intimately connected with that of the cathedral and the wider community. It was far from the insular, shut-in prep school experience typical of the thirties. For Jim, Oxford offered ‘my first intimations of a world … beyond my telescope’s range’.39

         Canon Claude Jenkins gave the evensong benediction.

         
            The style of it,40 as he slowly recited it in the gathering dust before the distant high altar, fascinated me then, as it moves me in 24memory now. So very old he looked up there, so mystical seemed his vestmented figure in the half-light and so lovely did his blessing sound in the words of the King James Bible that he seemed to me a very emblem of simple goodness, beyond all dogma, thesis, or even his own theology.

         

         Morris wrote those lines at ninety, adding (in the journal The American Scholar) that it was Jenkins – canon by virtue of being Regius Professor of Ecclesiastical History – who instilled the precept ‘Be Kind’. No single teacher had ‘left a mark on my identity’, Morris continued, but Jenkins was ‘the one true spiritual influence on my life’.41 (Recollections may vary. According to a recent history of the college, Jenkins was ‘grubby and malodorous in person,42 miserly and filching in his habits, archaic and untidy in his erudition’.) The spirituality did stick, even if the religion didn’t: the adult Morris, like the Jenkins of memory, was ‘beyond all dogma’,43 but the candlelit early years left a deep sense of the mystical.

         The rest of the college emptied at Christmas, but the cathedral was at its most hectic. Choristers returned to their homes only after the festivities were over. The canons arranged parties for their charges in their houses facing Tom Quad.

         
            How tall the candles44 were! How rich but wholesome the cakes! How twinkling the Regius Professors turned out to be, stripped of the awful dignities of office! What thrilling presents we were given – envelopes with penny blacks upon them, magnificent wax seals of bishops or chancellors! How happy the old clergymen’s faces looked as, breathlessly piping our gratitude – ‘Thank you very much indeed, sir!’ ‘It was jolly nice of you, sir!’ – we last saw them nodding their goodbyes, a little exhausted around the eyes, through the narrowing gaps of their front doors.

         

         ‘I spent a string45 of my childhood Christmases hard at it in the choirstalls and practice rooms,’ Morris wrote. But he never minded. ‘On the contrary, those Christmases far from home amid the dreaming spires 25have remained the high points of my life’s long memory.’ Boarding at prep school was not the endlessly repeated lesson in loss that it was for so many. Loss was part of being human for Morris, not something connected to life events.

         Jim read and read. The first volume he bought with his own money was The Welsh Fairy Book by W. Jenkyn Thomas. When he moved on to his mother’s shelves, he read the Russian classics. ‘I was raised on Constance Garnett’s Russia,’46 Morris recalled, referring to the translator of the Golden Age writers, and as a young man he scrawled ‘This is the best novel ever written’47 in Enid’s copy of Anna Karenina. The family had moved again two years after the last shift, this time to Langleigh in St Andrews Drive on Clevedon’s coastal edge. It was an even smaller, modern house; at the end of the street, meadows led directly to Wain’s Hill, where Jim took up his old position with his spyglass. Back at the dining room table, he made a Somerset gazetteer, pasting in illustrations – Bath’s page showed a photograph of the Royal Crescent.

         Gareth was at home full-time again: he had not cared for his cathedral school and had switched to a private tutor, and he also went to London once a week to study the flute under Robert Murchie. The Scottish flautist, another Bach disciple, had played the Fourth Army over the Rhine in the Great War. Gareth decided to continue under him full-time at the Royal College of Music. The task of posting the application form had been assigned to Walter. He forgot, they missed the deadline, and Gareth’s appeal was rejected. But everyone always forgave the lovable Walter. (When he got home from a convivial skittles session at the Wessex Royal Engineers Social Club, he used to put his head round the door of one of the upstairs bedrooms and ask the boys to come down for fried onions.) Gareth went instead to the Royal Academy of Music, Enid’s alma mater. When he returned to Clevedon in the holidays, he brought Dennis Brain, a young horn player, soon to be a famous one. Enid wrote cadenzas for Brain’s concert performances.

         One day, when Jim was twelve, Oldaker called him into his study. Walter had died. He had been ill – beyond the normal – for only a few 26days. He was forty-six. Morris wrote later, ‘I hardly knew my father.’48 Representatives of the skittles team attended the funeral at Clifton Parish Church. Aunt Fanny had already died, and Walter was buried in the same churchyard. Another one done.

         Mark Morris, Jan’s eldest son, says, ‘My father never once mentioned his own father to me – never. I wonder if ingrained shame about Walter’s occupation led to his silence on the subject, and to a need to have visible status.’ Mark thinks Jan resented Enid for marrying down. ‘The Paynes were virtually lesser aristocracy, yet she married a working-class man ten years her junior.’

         The previous May, Jim had filed into the stalls with the others to mark the coronation of George VI. ‘All hearts seem open at the moment,’49 Baldwin wrote, egging the nation on after the horrors of Edward VIII’s abdication. But the light now dimmed. In the last days of September 1938, the choirboys had gas masks fitted. The devices smelled of the disinfectant Izal and powerfully affected young imaginations, as did the trenches being dug in the Oxford parks. Although pottery models of beaming prime minister Neville Chamberlain waving a piece of paper briefly appeared in the windows of Carfax souvenir shops, it was not long until the lights went out altogether for the second time in the lives of the old canons. In ‘September 1, 1939’, Auden – a Christ Church man – dismissed the dishonest thirties, but the poem continued: Waves of anger and fear/ Circulate over the bright/ And darkened lands of the earth.50 By the time Jim went home for the next holiday, a Jewish refugee from Vienna had arrived at Langleigh, a boy of his age. ‘He was the most brilliant person I had met,’51 Morris remembered. Having arrived without a word of English, the boy, also called Walter, ‘seemed to pick up the entire language in a month or two. He excelled at cricket, he played the violin exquisitely, Latin and mathematics seemed equally easy to him and to cap it all he was almost excessively good-looking. Though I was hampered by no small modesty myself, he made me feel gauche.’ Meanwhile Enid, the Germanophile, queued for her own gas mask in Clevedon’s Old Church Road. Few civilians knew the cost of war like she did. Her husband had 27lost his health, her brother his life and her father his peace of mind. Now she had three sons to give.

         
            *

         

         The first winter of the war was the coldest of the century so far in Britain. In Oxford, a powdery film of lichen froze on the branches of the silver birches in Christ Church Meadow, and in their house the choristers clung to the asthmatic fire while Matron grappled with the new system of coupons and filled ceramic brown-and-cream screw-topped hot-water bottles. Jim and his cohort took the Common Entrance examinations for their public schools when daffodils were out in the meadow and countries in Northern Europe were falling one by one. Oldaker had discussed Jim’s prospects with Enid: she had told him she could not afford more than £10 per term in fees, but they had put Jim in for Lancing College, where the full cost for boarders was £55 per term (about £2,650 today; Walter had earned about £5 a week). Just before France signed its armistice with Germany, Oldaker heard that Jim had won the top music scholarship and the sixth general scholarship. It was a remarkable double, recorded in the pages of the Oxford Mail. Oldaker wrote to Enid informing her that he would secure a benefactor for the rest of the Lancing fees. It was not, however, to be the end of Christ Church for Morris.

         After the Dunkirk summer, they heard, on the wireless in coastal Clevedon, about the start of the Blitz, and on cinema newsreels watched images of Spitfires coming out of the sun as the Few saved the nation. On 11 September 1940 Churchill told the British people that if invasion came, it would be in the next two weeks. Life somehow went on. Enid was still playing the organ at the Picture House, even when the talkies had taken over. Cinemas were attracting over twenty million people a week and films like Victoria the Great and Sixty Glorious Years expressed a national myth. For Jim, other kinds of films augmented dreams of America inspired by the vessels he spotted through his telescope. ‘Even in the 1930s,’52 she wrote as Jan, remembering those days, ‘when I imagine not one in ten thousand inhabitants of the British Isles had 28ever crossed the Atlantic, we were all strangely familiar with American scenes and idioms.’

         
            *

         

         Jim started at Lancing when he was fourteen. Founded on the Sussex Downs by a churchman in 1848, the school was a monument to the Gothic Revival. Evelyn Waugh, a pupil in 1917, referred to it as a ‘flint-girt fortress’.53 But for the duration of hostilities Lancing had relocated to the Herefordshire–Shropshire border, and Jim never even saw the fortress. Moor Park, the school’s main wartime location, was in the village of Richard’s Castle, near Ludlow, where Enid’s father had managed Lloyds Bank. Jim was put in Sanderson’s House, which occupied Ashford Court in Ashford Carbonell. (The owners had moved into the chauffeur’s cottage when the house was requisitioned and the chauffeur and his wife had shifted to the big house as butler and housekeeper.) Sanderson’s boys bicycled to their lessons in Moor Park across Wheat Common, which deteriorated to a quagmire in winter, and cycled back for lunch. The River Teme ran along the bottom of the Ashford garden, and in summer the Spam-coloured pupils swam. Jim continued to abjure team sport wherever possible, but he still enjoyed cross-country running, pounding over the Downs in all weathers to the ominously named Further Steepdown.

         Numbers had fallen away. More significantly for the boys, the labyrinthine public-school system of codes and regulations had not made the journey to Shropshire, nor had daily prayers (‘dibs’): the only whole-school service was on a Sunday, the Lancing reputation for High Anglicanism among the mounting casualties of war. ‘The old hierarchical structure broke down to some extent,’54 wrote a Sanderson’s contemporary, ‘and the rather rigid discipline was replaced by a more liberal approach.’ Jim was allowed to cycle over to Hereford to see Chris, who had left school and become the organ loft apprentice at Hereford Cathedral, and on Sunday mornings he sat in the loft as Chris played. Back at Sanderson’s, the boys helped housemaster Basil ‘John’ Handford plant potatoes and set up chicken runs, and in the evenings Handford played them gramophone records in his drawing room.

         29‘Dear mum,’55 Jim wrote to Enid during his first Lancing winter, ‘Thanks for the clothes parcel.’ He had cycled to Richard’s Castle but had had to abandon his bike halfway; the snow was two feet deep, so he turned back, even on foot. The letter continued:

         
            It’s absolutely impossible to get into Moor Park till the snow clears and so we are having to work here. There are twenty-seven boys in this house … the standard of work is much lower than at Oxford, so I find it fairly easy … we have four meals a day, breakfast, lunch, a stand-up tea (tea and buns) and a hot supper, and the food is very good … Could you possibly send me some tuck? Everyone here has supplies of toffee etc and a bottle of tomato sauce would be very useful indeed!! … This afternoon I am going with a boy named Staddon to Richard’s Castle again … I am having a fine time, love Jim.

         

         Nothing was said about the beatings by the house captain over a packing case in the basement, with all the prefects watching. ‘I was beaten more often than any other boys in my house,’56 Morris wrote later, acknowledging that, while ‘not really unhappy’ at Lancing, ‘I was habitually frightened.’ Besides the jungular anxieties of the playground, he had to navigate hierarchies of class. Lancing was a minor public school, but other pupils were not the sons of taxi drivers.

         Jim liked the sex, however, or some of it.

         
            When I thrilled to57 the touch of a prefect’s strong hand surreptitiously under the teashop table, I was able to forget that he had flogged me the week before. It seemed perfectly natural to me to play the girl’s role in these transient and generally light-hearted romances … It was fun to be pursued. I enjoyed being kissed on the back stairs, and was distinctly flattered when the best-looking senior boy in the house made elaborate arrangements to meet me in the holidays.

         

         Boys cavorted in haylofts and field-ricks. When it came to the mechanical business, Jim found ‘nothing fitted’.58 He didn’t enjoy that part, remembering most vividly ‘not the clumsy embraces of Bolsover 30Major, not the heavy breathing of his passion or his sinuous techniques of trouser-removal, but the warm, slightly rotted sensation of the hay beneath my body, and the smell of fermenting apples from the barn below’. In later life Jan treated the whole experience as a normal part of a boy’s public school career. Perhaps it was. But Morris concluded, ‘If any institution could have persuaded me that maleness was preferable to femaleness, it was not Lancing College.’59

         On a terribly hot day Handford told them about the fall of the Libyan port of Tobruk, a disaster dominating the news. The reality of war and its vicissitudes, relayed daily over the wireless, brought the boys’ own military apprenticeships into focus. It would be them next. Every Thursday afternoon, at compulsory Junior Training Corps parade, they donned First World War uniforms and marched with guns captured from Italian troops in North Africa. On 8 December 1942 Morris passed War Certificate A for Individual and Section Leading. Old Boys on leave returned to address pupils. Their stories of tanks and battleships stoked enthusiasm, though not as had been intended in the case of Tom Sharpe, a year behind Jim at Lancing and a future satirical novelist. His father was a fascist, and Tom wore a German belt with his school uniform engraved with the words Gott mit uns.

         The following term, Sanderson’s pupils toured village halls with a show called Bubble and Squeak. It included a one-act play Jim had written called This Is London and his adaptation of an M. R. James ghost story. The Shropshire Lads, as they called themselves, travelled to venues on foot, on bikes and in a lorry carrying scenery. They went to bed at two in the morning, ate picnic food and raised nearly £30 for the Red Cross Prisoners of War fund. Morris wrote the event up in the Lancing College Magazine, beginning with a line of dialogue from a woman setting up with the boys in one of the village halls: ‘“You won’t need those.”60 She pointed to the extra benches. “We ’aven’t ’ad a show here for five years. And then there was only 25 people come.”’ But six hundred came. Stoves disgorged cinders, moth-eaten curtains wouldn’t stay up and all the lamps ran short of oil. Morris ended the report with 31the precociously good line, ‘Though everything went wrong, everything else was a great success.’ One can see the outlines of the whole Morris style in this school magazine piece: direct speech to reel the reader in, knockabout comedy, immediacy and above all a clear, resonant voice. He was writing to entertain an audience, and doing it with vigour, intimacy and a winning flippant touch.

         The winter of 1941–2 was another perishing one, and more Old Lancings perished. Masters too old to fight knew every name on the lists. In the late spring of 1942, when the Axis looked like winning the war, Jim took his School Certificate. He was fifteen, and keen to leave. As one of his Sanderson’s contemporaries wrote, ‘The works of Aeschylus,61 Euripides, Tacitus and the rest seemed very unimportant just then.’ Lancing did not give Jim gloss. He wasn’t there long enough: any culture that might affect a boy had been diffused by the move to Shropshire, and Jim was anyway already set on an independent course. Five weeks into Lent term, he did leave. The college magazine reported in its valedictory, ‘He was renowned for62 his wit and bright and often crushing remarks … he left to undergo a course of journalism before being called up.’ In the School Certificate, Jim received a Very Good in English Language and History; a Credit in English Literature, Latin and Elementary Maths; and a Pass in French with Oral. It reflected a school career which came in at a strong B grade. School gave him a grounding, but Morris was essentially self-educated via his prodigious reading.

         He was not embarking on anything as formal as ‘a course’. Jim had arranged to work on a voluntary basis as a cub reporter at Bristol’s Western Daily Press. Already bristling with ambition, he had approached the paper while still at Lancing to ask if he could review a play at the Bristol Old Vic in the holidays, and they had said yes. Jim had decided, come what may, to become a writer. His brothers were
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